Rituals are a pervasive and ubiquitous aspect of human culture, but when we naïvely observe an opaque set of ritual actions, how do we come to understand its significance? To investigate this, across two experiments we manipulated the degree to which actions were ritualistic or ordinary, and whether or not they were accompanied with context. In Experiment 1, 474 adult participants were presented with videos of novel rituals (causally opaque actions) or control actions (causally transparent) performed on a set of objects accompanied with neutral-valance written context. Experiment 2 presented the same video stimuli but with negative and aversive written context. In both experiments ritualized objects were rated as physically unchanged, but more 'special' and more 'desirable' than objects subjected to control actions, with context amplifying this effect. Results are discussed with reference to the Ritual Stance and the Social-Action hypothesis. Implications for both theories are discussed, as are methodological concerns regarding the empirical investigation of ritual cognition. We argue that causally opaque ritual actions guide the behavior of naïve viewers because such actions are perceived as socially normative, rather than with reference to supernatural intervention or causation.
Introduction
We routinely encounter rituals, in some form or another, in the course of our daily lives (Brown, 1991; Fiese et al., 2002; Helman, 1994) . While we readily identify some behaviors as ritualistic, such as attending a religious service, we can fail to do so for others, like standing for a national anthem or celebrating a co-worker's birthday. There is evidence that our understanding of ritual emerges early and is built upon social concepts and idiosyncratic processes (Klavir & Leiser, 2002) . But how do we know when a sequence of actions should be treated as ritualistic, as signifying meaning beyond the actual actions, and how does such recognition influence our behavior, especially when we encounter a ritual for the first time and have little knowledge of its purpose, content, or associated rules? The aim of this research is to provide some answers to these questions.
The term 'ritual' is generally applied to a wide range of actions and behaviors. For the purposes of the current research we consider rituals to be a coherent series of actions characterized by formality, repetition, redundancy, stereotypy, and causal opacity, in which performance is more important than outcome, and little variability is permitted in the action's execution (Bulbulia & Sosis, 2011; Legare & Souza, 2012; Rappaport, 1999; Rossano, 2012) . Causal Opacity, as argued by Watson-Jones, Legare, Whitehouse, and Clegg (2014) and Legare, Wen, Herrmann, and Whitehouse (2015) is a key element of ritual, and is defined as a situation in which there is start-end-state equivalency, that is when an action sequence does not afford a discriminable difference in the pre-action (start-) state of an object/situation from the (end-) state. As observers cannot meaningfully interpret these actions as having caused a physical outcomes they are, in effect, 'unknowable'. On the other hand, Causal Transparency results from a series of actions that are 'potentially knowable'; there is a meaningful, possible, physical-causal interpretation (and this interpretation is valid even if making an actual distinction between start-endstates is not immediately possible). For example, singing the national anthem with one's hand across one's heart, features redundancy, formality, stereotypy, and causal opacity (there is no possible physical-causal outcome). However lighting candles on a birthday cake, while including redundancy, formality, and stereotypy, affords a possible, potentially knowable physical-causal outcome that results from the physical act of lighting candles.
Rituals serve a dual purpose: their first ostensible purpose is to control or influence the environment, to effect an outcome of a http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2015.08.002 0010-0277/Ó 2015 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
